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HOPE FOR THE DRAMA 

As we emerge from the long obsession with public affairs to 
the sorry realization that they have to be paid for in our private 
lives and even unto the third and fourth generation, the disap- 
pointed and disgruntled mind seeks escape wheresoever it may 
be found, and that is certainly not in any of the commercialized 
amusements, since commercialism degrades whatever it touches 
and distorts it into empty caricature. At the same time human 
life and intercourse have changed so profoundly that old poems, 
old novels, and old plays have largely lost their immediate mean- 
ing, and this puts a stopper on the scholarly persons who would 
have us go back to the Greek or the Elizabethan drama, main- 
taining that modern life must go through some kind of intellec- 
tual catharsis before it can produce the material of plays. This 
may be true, but that catharsis is never to be found by going 
back. The way, now as always, lies forward. 

As an incurable student of the theatre it has been my lot in 
these appalling post-armistice years, in spite of political and other 
preoccupations, to observe the drama in many lands, from the 
Kraal-songs of Kaffir villages to the most exotic expressionism of 
Berlin, and I am inclined to brush aside as irrelevant all the 
experimentation with scenery and lighting that has of recent 
years so much engaged the attention of earnest critics. Earnest- 
ness in any activity is dangerous, but in drama it is infantile 
paralysis. Nothing can grow from it. All these experiments may 
have some relevance later on, but now we have to deal with the 
essential elements— stage, action and audience. 
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You can always put up a stage, but can you now put forward 
your actors, and can you gather an audience? The chief diffi- 
culty at present is with the actors, or, rather, with their technique, 
which seems everywhere to have broken down. Now things do 
not break down without a reason and the technique of the actors 
of the last twenty years has broken down because it was utterly 
inadequate to interpret the dramatic sense of modern audiences. 
Finely developed though that technique was, it was a limited 
technique evolved to express gentility and nothing else. It was 
the creation in England of the Bancrofts to meet the new fact of 
the social recognition of the actor's calling. It expressed grati- 
fication in social compliance and nothing else. It was entirely 
inadequate for the classical drama — hence the disappearance of 
Shakespeare from the English stage — and, as it has proved, 
far the more plainly human stuff which is now so much needed. 
The effort to escape from the quandary led not to a scrapping of 
this disastrous technique, but to a change of subject from the 
drawing-room to the kitchen, or to the suburban parlor or pro- 
vincial living-room, or to institutions like prisons and workhouses, 
the actor still applying his limited technique and still clinging to 
his new-found sense of social equality, which, being an actor, he 
inflated into social superiority. He played down both to his 
part and to his audience, with the result that he has been deserted 
by both audience and author. He can only regain both by de- 
flation and evidence of goodwill shown in readiness to experi- 
ment, as in Germany and Eastern Europe. In acting, as in 
other social activities, we have to fall back on the least preten- 
tious of men and women, in this instance, the buffoons. On the 
Anglo-Saxon stage at present there is nothing else. In the 
vaudeville and semi-vaudeville entertainments there are every 
now and then displays of acting of a quite startling quality, 
tinged with burlesque of course — but, indeed, can acting ever 
be entirely free from it? I know that I have never seen a great 
tragedy without feeling that it must and ought to break into a 
parody of itself. It never does so, of course, but it is through 
that feeling that I grope my way back into life, for the intensifi- 
cation of which I had in the first instance paid my money to see 
the actors. I do not and will not pay actors to assure me that they 
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also are ladies and gentlemen and pay their taxes and played a 
noble part in the war. They may be ladies and gentlemen, but 
that is their affair and has nothing to do with their public func- 
tion, which is so to represent life that more of it is released than 
is possible under the conventions by which law and order are 
maintained. They must show me more of human character 
than I can find in my dealings with my lawyer or my doctor or 
my grocer, otherwise I can do without them, although the dep- 
rivation is not good for me. 

Acting on the stage is a specific social function, as the Greeks 
recognized and as no man has ever understood better than Aris- 
tophanes. It is not in competition with anything else, neither 
the cinema nor the circus nor the magazines nor the church. 
Acting on the stage is the theatre, the whole theatre and noth- 
ing but the theatre, and until actors recognize this fact there 
cannot be any drama, and they can do nothing but play their 
antics in the void. They have nothing to offer, nothing to give. 
The public for a time will put up wilh substitutes, but there is 
no effective substitute. That particular social need cannot be 
satisfied in any other way. 

What, then, are the actors afraid of? Perhaps they do not 
know that their technique is wanting and produces only monot- 
ony and emptiness, the two courses of modern industrial life 
from which audiences are hungry to escape. Perhaps they do 
not know that the rudiments of acting lie in the controlled exhi- 
bition of the human body. Perhaps, after all, they cannot learn 
a new technique until a new kind of play is written for them, 
But of that I am not so sure. 

Tom Robertson wrote his comedies when there were Marie 
Wilton and Bancroft and Hare to act them. Marie Wilton 
evolved her technique in burlesque and it is for this reason 
that I say that the hope of the theatre — and therefore of the 
drama — lies with the buffoons. They and they only can discover 
the needs of the dramatic sense in the modern audience and, as 
they make their discovery, suit the word to the action, the 
action to the word until conventions are established of which 
there is no need for either performers or audiences to be con- 
scious. So ease is established, good humor, good sense, good 
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fun — a basis for building even up to noble and passionate 
tragedy. 

Nothing can be done by imitation even of the greatest models. 
I doubt if a modern audience has any ear for verse, and poli- 
tics has given us a sour bellyful of rhetoric. Let your actor, then, 
learn to hold his audience without a word, as Chaplin does on 
the screen. The eye sees long before the ear hears. Technique 
in acting, as in other arts, is a matter of outline. Whatever the 
artist touches sets at once into form to dissolve again as his touch 
moves on, form dissolving into form to melt finally back into 
life, custom, habit, existance, whatever you like to call the 
aspect of things upon which for practical purposes we are all 
agreed. We all know that it is only a rough approximation 
and that it does not work so very well after all, and therefore, we 
need assurance that something better, more accurate, more divert- 
ing, and more really practical is possible. The artist has that 
power of revelation. The actor has in addition the power of 
immediate collaboration with his audience, and, therefore, other 
artists for the purposes of the drama must work through the actor 
who is and always will be master in the theatre. 

What, then, is the dramatist to do if the actors cling to their 
outworn technique of gentility? Your true dramatist who builds 
the stuff of his work out of hints, will be able to do the same 
with his form. He must turn, as I say, to the buffoons and let 
his imagination learn from them the art of dealing with a modern 
audience. A Chaplin, a Mistinguett, a Grock, will show him how 
modern people think and feel, and how they respond to the 
drawing of an outline about human absurdities on the stage. 
When he has learned his lesson and constructed his plays in ac- 
cordance with it, the actors, acting them, will learn the neces- 
sary technique and be able once more to give in the theatre 
that life-revealing pleasure which it alone can supply. 

It is an arduous task, but what real work is not arduous? I 
am writing and thinking only of your dramatist who must write 
plays or starve in body and soul, and I am only anxious to save 
him, whoever and wherever he may be and in whatever quantity, 
from wasting years in earnestness and the too serious pursuit of 
the illusion that a drama can be created by dodging the actor 
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and playing tricks with the mechanics of the modern stage. It 
is impossible. Without the living, breathing body on the stage 
all your lighting and scenic devices fall lifeless and dead. You 
have your living, breathing body in the few buffoons who are 
masters of the theatre, and there, and nowhere else, lies the 
starting-point of the modern drama, which, far removed as it is 
from the Greek and the Elizabethan, is even farther from the 
cerebral and over-aesthetic, over-earnest experiments of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century, which reformed every- 
thing but the actor and allowed him to go blundering on in his 
disastrous gentility. 

Gilbert Cannan. 
London, England. 



EXPIATION 

I am grown motherly of pain. I lead 

My sorrows out, like children, to the sun, 
And watch their fading, piteous one by one, 

Their helplessness, their infantile, small greed 

For flowers or for the butterflies that speed 

Beyond them. And I hoard when day is done 
What little, languid buds their search has won ; 

So great of such poor harvest is my need. 

Yet do I hope. . . . 

Does Satan, on the shore 
Of hell, glimpse deeper fires he yet must know, 
Nor shrink ? For in the cleansing heart of woe 
He dreams that God will meet him face to face. 
And clasp him in His mighty arms once more, 
Half in war-grapple, half in His embrace ! 

Beatrice Ravenel. 
Charleston, S. C. 



